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Assad’s brother

reportedly exiled

By William Beecher
Globe Staff

WASHINGTON - Western intel-
ligence sources say Rifaat Assad,
the brother of ailing Syrian Presi-
dent Hafez Assad, is about to go
into exile, the first victim in a suc-
cession struggle that has been fes-
tering for six months.

The sources say Rifaat Assad
appears to have failed in his bid to
be designated successor. Soviet-
‘bloc diplomats say they agree with
this assessment.

But a number of analysts say
they do not rule out a comeback fif

military leaders united only by
their opposition to Rifaat fight
among themselves about who
should become the heir apparent.
Well-placed sources say the ri-
valry between Rifaat, the com-
mander of a 30,000-man force in
Damascus, and senior command-
ers of virtually all the rest of the
armed forces, had to be resolved
quickly because President Assad
has been reluctant to leave for
Switzerland for needed medical
treatment while the chances of a
coup were considerable. Rifaat’s

exile is seen as diminishing that "

prospect. .
 The succession struggle in Syria
is important because of Syria’s
» commanding influence in the inter-
nal affairs of both Lebanon and the
Palestine Liberation Organization,
because of its continuing confron-
tation with Israel, because of its
support for Iran in its war with
Iraq. because of its Soviet connec-
tion and because of its aspirations
to lead the Arab world.
President Assad suffered a
heart attack last November and re-
_portedly is in failing health. He is
widely viewed as one of the shrew-
dest, toughest leaders in the Mid-
east. Before he seized leadership 14
years ago, Syria for years was buf-
feted by frequent coups.

Until recently, Rifaat Assad was
considered the odds-on favorite to
step up when his brother either

‘ died or had to step down because of
; il health.

i But Rifaat is hated and distrust-
ed by his fellow officers for being
arrogant, corrupt and brutal. For
example, his special Defense Com-
panies took revenge for rebellious
Moslem Brotherhood activity in
‘Hama two years ago by leveling
much of the ancient quarter of the
city with tanks and artillery. An
estimated 10,000 to 20,000 people
were killed in the operation.

Comeback not ruled out

Western analysts caution that
although Rifaat may haveé lost the
first round, he may not have lost
the war. They point out that in
1979 he had to leave Syria because,
as one of them put it, **He lost out
in a power play. But later on he re-
turned and increased his power.”’

Sources say that in late April
Rifaat sent several wives and chil-
dren to safety in Euyrope. They
went with large retinues of ser-
vants and security guards giving
the impression they are prepared
for a long exile.

Following the president’s heart

-attack, intense jockeying took

place among the rivals for the heir-
apparent role. Analysts believe Ri-
faat was spurred in part because
he was excluded from the five-man
council that ruled during the presi-
dent's absence.

Last December, Rifaat tried to
burnish his public image by ap-
‘pearing on Syrian television and
having his posters put up all over

Damascus. They were torn down
and then put up again. Unusual
iroop movements in and around
the capital followed with some
tense confrontations between com-
bat-equipped pro-Rifaat and anti-
Rifaat units.

‘Until that time, except for being
seen as his brother's protection
against coups from the army and
with a regional position in the rul-

: ing Baath Party, Rifaat Assad had

no formal authority from which he
could lay claim to the presidency.
Fears were expressed in Damas-
cus last winter that a skirmish be-
tween rival military units could

. sugdenly lead to a coup attempt by
. one faction or another.

Three vice presidents

In March, President Assad ap-
parently moved to finesse the prob-
lem by naming three vice prest-
dents —~ Rifaat, Foreign Minister

_Abdul Halim Khaddam and Baath

leader Zuhair Masharqa.

This gave Rifaat a senior posi-
tion from which he could legiti-
mately claim leadership if his
brother passed from the scene.

The army is the key to power in
Syria, and until his '¥xeart attack;
President Assad worked 12 to 14
hours a day deciding on all promd-
tions and transfers of officers. But
that changed after he returnet
from the hospital, and a smadll
council was named to handle such
questions. e

Analysts say the struggle bé:
tween Rifaat and his rivals theh
moved into high gear, each side try-
ing to promote its men and purge¢
other officers. g

Among the key rivals for powex,
sources say, are Defense Minister
Mustafa Tlas and Chief of Staff
Hikmat Shehabi. v

N . CoLt
Soviet-bloc diplomats say tha‘;
regardless of who succeeds Presi-
dent Assad. and they favor Tlas,
they don’t think fundamental reja;
tions between Damascus and Mos;
cow will change because Syria has’
no other source for advanced wegp-
ons for its confrontation with Isrg;
el. “al

_“Syria is no Egypt,” one dipi*

' mat said, implicitly referring to tf¢

decision by Egyptian President An*

* war Sadat to kick out the Sovietd

and rely instead on US and other
Western military, economic ard

. diplomatic hacking. e
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